THE CONTRAST

without. She looked out, and beheld the large hay-rick all in
flames. She ran immediately to awaken her brothers and her
father. They used every possible exertion to extinguish the fire,
and to prevent it from communicating to the dwelling-house;
but the wind was high ; it blew directly towards the house.
George poured buckets of water over the thatch, to prevent its
catching fire ; but all was in vain : thick flakes of fire fell upon
it faster than they could be extinguished, and in an hour's time
the dwelling-house was in a blaze.

The first care of the sons had been to get their father and
sisters out of danger; then, with great presence of mind, they
collected everything that was most valuable and portable, and
laboured hard to save poor James's stock of haberdashery.
They were all night hard at work : towards three o'clock the
fire was got under, and darkness and silence succeeded. There
was one roof of the house saved, under which the whole family
rested for a few hours, till the return of daylight renewed the
melancholy spectacle of their ruin. Hay, oats, straw, corn-
ricks, barn, everything that the farmyard contained, was utterly
consumed : the walls and some half-burnt beams remained of
the dwelling-house, but it was no longer habitable. It was
calculated that six hundred pounds would not repair the loss
occasioned by this unfortunate accident. How the hay-rick had
caught fire nobody knew.

George, who had made up the hay-stack, was most inclined
to think that the hay had not been sufficiently dried, and that
the rick had heated from this cause. He blamed himself
extremely ; but his father declared he had seen, felt, and smelt
the hay, when the rick was making, and that it was as well
saved hay as ever was brought into a farmyard. This, in some
measure, quieted poor George's conscience : and he was yet
more comforted by Patty's good-nature, who showed him a
bucket of ashes which had been left very near the spot where
the hay-rick stood. The servant-girl, who, though careless,
was honest, confessed she recollected having accidentally left
this bucket in that dangerous place the preceding evening; that
she was going with it across the yard to the ash-hole, but she
heard her lover whistle to her from the lane, and she set down
the bucket in a hurry, ran to meet him, and forgot the ashes.
All she could say in her own defence was, that she die! not
think there was any fire in the bucket.
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